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Impact of Metadata on
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Collections
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•
•
•
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Listening to Photographs

It’s Complicated
• Data field order
• Controlled
vocabularies
• Links & page
structure
• Interaction with
– Content management
system
– Assistive technologies
“On the Flathead Reservation” image from Archives &
Special Collections, Mansfield Library

Listening to Photographs Take 2

It’s Possible
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Speaker Notes

Slide 1: Impact of Metadata on Accessibility of Digital Collections
Conversations about universal design and accessibility have been commonplace among web developers
since the 90s but they are just now beginning to emerge in the world of library digital collections. The
very nature of materials often presented in digital collections create barriers to accessibility. One
possible solution can be found in metadata. In the next 5 minutes I hope to briefly show how the quality
and configuration of metadata can have a positive effect on accessibility of image collections.

Slide 2: Metadata Affects
We already know how important metadata is for discovery and access. It plays an even more important
role for making digital collections accessible to a variety of user groups. Well thought out and complete
descriptive metadata can provide a narrative enabling screen reader users to hear what the image
represents, how that image fits into the rest of a collection, and a means of navigating to other related
information.

Slide 3: Listening to Photographs
To demonstrate the impact of metadata on accessibility I’d like everyone to listen to this clip. It is a
partial recording of a student “viewing” a photograph with the JAWS screen reader.
[listen to original recording]
Ok quickly, everyone who understood that and thinks they can picture an image of that photo in your
head please stand up. [
A few of you, great. You’re a better listener than I am. -- OR -- no one, that’s ok don’t feel discouraged

Slide 4: It’s Complicated

As you just experienced, it can be difficult to listen to a photograph. When creating digital collections
and adding metadata with accessibility in mind it’s not enough to just provide descriptive metadata. You
have to think about how that data will be rendered in specific content management systems; how the
order of the data may affect understanding; How assistive technologies interact with content
management systems; skill level of users; etc. Making image collections accessible is very complicated
but not impossible.

Slide 5: Listening to Photographs Take 2
Lets try to listen to the same photo again.
[listen to updated recording]
Ok quickly, everyone who thinks they understand what the photo is, please stand up.
Great, a few more this time around. (stay standing)
[change slide image]
Of those of you who are standing, how many of you were correct? If the image on this slide is similar to
what you imagined please stay standing if it’s not go ahead and sit down.
Obviously listening to a photo is still not perfect, but it is an improvement.

Slide 6: It’s Possible
With just a few simple changes we can utilize the power of metadata to improve a user’s experience.
Ordering the data to put most important fields for understanding and providing context near top,
providing descriptive linking, utilizing content management system functionality for controlled
vocabularies, all helped to provide a better audio description of the photograph.

Slide 7: Thank you
if anyone is interested in finding out more about the research we’ve been doing; check out our poster
presentation from ALA, or feel free to email us with questions, comments etc. We’d love to keep the
conversation going.

